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	Kylla Torrance is an Augment. Her mission? Establish a sanctuary where the genetically engineered can live in peace, beyond the reach of those who hunt them.

	 

	With the help of a rebellious starship officer, she has one chance to give her people a future, but to succeed they must risk everything to disappear into the deep.
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Chapter One

	Walton Terry sat staring at the small button in his hand. The light hadn’t come on yet, but inevitably it would, and when it did, he would push it. He tried not to think about what it meant and what might come from it. He was doing a job and there was nothing more to it than that.

	Somewhere several kilometers across the dome, three of his people were hooking up wireless connections and hiding micro-charges in the superstructure of one of the oldest buildings on Mars. Once they had finished and circuits were live, the light would turn green and it would be time. His orders had changed in the last few minutes, and now instead of waiting to give his people a chance to escape, his orders were to push the button immediately.

	It was essential that no one would survive to tell what happened.

	Walton was smart enough to know that included him. Somewhere, hidden where he could not see, he knew there would be a sniper waiting and watching over him. Once he’d done the deed, they would erase him along with those who served with him. It was the price of dedication to a cause greater than the value of a life.

	Or even four.

	Walton leaned back on the bench, trying not to look nervous. In fact, he was trying not to think about anything except the button. In reality, it didn’t matter what the target was, he was simply to do the job and trust that those who had sent him on this mission understood why it was so important.

	Across the concourse, a small park filled in one of the cracks between buildings of the immense dome of the Robinson Colony. It had been the third dome built on Mars after humanity had begun to escape the collapsing biosphere of Earth. Over 200 years old, it was the sanctuary that kept humanity alive on Mars during the Burroughs Outbreak of the early days.

	Now filled to capacity, the dome was home to over twenty million people. Walton watched a family playing in the small open space. A mother supervising her three children as they threw a flying disc back and forth. It was a normal life, of a normal family, on a normal day, that was about to be shattered.

	The actuator in his hand vibrated as the first of his people logged that they had completed their task. He glanced around drinking in what he knew would be the last moments of normalcy. Another few moments and the reality of life in Robinson would forever change.

	A second hum, followed by the third, and the time had finally come. He hesitated, looking around and scanning the tops of the nearby buildings for some sign of the one that would take him down. Seeing no one didn’t surprise him, but it did leave him wondering whether he would be lucky and walk away.

	Taking a deep breath, he slid his thumb forward over the button and clenched his hand closed.

	Distant thunder rolled through the dome, shaking the ground beneath his feet. Growing up on Earth he knew what thunder was, but the Martians living in this dome had never heard it. The children stopped playing, looking around in fear. The mother bounced up and stared at the artificial sky above. Somewhere in the distance someone screamed.

	Walton stood up, turning once more and watching for any sign of the coming bullet.

	He didn’t have long to contemplate his fate. A stabbing pain tore through his chest and he dropped to his knees, releasing the button from his hand. Watching it tumble to the ground as he collapsed into darkness, he fell, as surely as the hospital building and the abominations incubating inside.

	 


Chapter Two

	Ethan Walker hated paperwork almost more than he hated anything else. It wasn’t really the paperwork itself that annoyed him, it was taking care of the business side of things. It amounted to a nuisance of monumental proportion no matter how he piled it. Or, more precisely, how it piled itself.

	After he bought the Elysium Sun, he discovered exactly how much extra headache came with running a second cargo ship. It was far more complex than just finding loads and sending the ships out, there were weeks’ worth of compliance requirements that he had to deal with first. Licenses, permits, upgraded shipmaster certifications, and an endless stream of payouts necessary to grease the bureaucracy necessary to get his second ship outside of Zone One.

	When he’d decided to tie off the Olympus Dawn at the Phobos Landing docks he’d hoped to get a chance to visit his parents at home on their ranch. He wanted to mend fences now that he had finally begun to stand up, but so far, he hadn’t even found time to look at a shuttle schedule down to Olympus Station. He knew he wasn’t on a deadline to get his ships qualified, but he also knew he’d never be able to relax and enjoy the time at home if he didn’t get the work out of the way first.

	“Boss, I need you to report to MedBay.” Quinn’s voice sounded stressed. Quintan Primm wasn’t the kind to let stress overwhelm his easy-going farm boy nature, so his tone immediately set Ethan on high alert.

	“What’s swinging?” he asked as he jumped up from his desk and headed for the lift.

	“Ammo got smacked in one of the lower promenades. I found her leaned against a bulkhead with skidmarks all over her.”

	The ship’s doctor was out at Gateway with Nuko and the Elysium Sun. “Do we need to get her to the Medical Center in Phobos Landing?”

	“She’s arguing with me about it. She says it’s nothing some skinseal won’t fix, but some of these look pretty deep and she’s leaking a lot.”

	“I’m on my way.” The lift took forever to drop the two decks to the mid-deck, and as soon as the railing opened Ethan dashed for the MedBay door. Quinn had her on the diagnostic bed and was holding her down with one hand while she fought to get up. She was covered with fresh blood and had several large deep purple bruises on the side of her face.

	“What the frak happened?”

	“I was on my way back from meeting with a potential client in Down Seven, and a bunch of crotchbrain idiots wanted to dance me over.” Tiamorra Rayce was the ship’s load broker, so it was her job to find work, but usually doing her job didn’t involve getting the stuffing beat out of her.

	She hissed as Quinn wiped at one of the wounds on her forehead.

	“Hold still so I can try to get some of this blood washed off. We need to see how bad you really are,” the handler said, leaning in and shaking his head as he looked at the gash.

	“It’s not as bad as it looks.” She pushed his hand away. “They’re probably in worse shape than I am.”

	“Maybe they are, but you look a little like a farm machine accident,” Quinn said. “I’m sure if they look worse than you, they’re still lying around in crumpled piles.”

	“I don’t care what kind of shape they’re in.” Ethan set his hand on her shoulder. She flinched, and he raised an eyebrow.

	“She doesn’t look to have anything that needs major repair.” Quinn turned around and grabbed a handheld scanner. Neither he nor the captain were qualified in anything more than basic first aid, but most of the gear was automated. If anything required more attention than what they could do, the ship’s AA could walk them through it.

	As he ran the unit over her head he frowned. “Except for this one. That looks like a fracture and it’s going to take some work.”

	“I agree, Captain,” Marti said, appearing at the door with its Humanform automech. It’s projected face showing a good simulation of concern. The AA had taken to wearing its body most of the time. However, it maintained continuous contact with the ship’s datanet, so it was reading the scanner even before Quinn saw the readout. “With the exception of the one injury above her right eye, she appears to only have minor cuts and contusions. The fracture of her suborbital foramen is limited and there are indications of a minor concussion. None of her injuries appear to be critical, and all are within the repair capabilities of our equipment.”

	“I told you. I’ll be fine.” She glared at Quinn as he grabbed another piece of equipment off the bench behind him.

	“I think we should still get you to the Medical Center and have a doctor do a lookover,” Ethan said. “While we’re at it, we can comm security to go after whoever did this to you.”

	“No.” A surprising edge of steel sliced through her voice. She made serious eye contact with the one eye that would open completely and shook her head. “I’ll be fine, and I don’t want to get security involved. I taught them enough of a lesson that they won’t think about doing it again. I’ll heal, and it’s not worth making a stink.”

	“Can you handle this Marti?” The captain turned to face the automech so Ammo couldn’t see his frustration. It would be nice if my crew did what I wanted, at least once in a while.

	“It is within my skillset.” The automech stepped up and took the tool from Quinn. The AA was more than capable as a doctor in a pinch, or even in a serious situation. Fortunately, this didn’t appear to be one.

	Stepping out of the way, Ethan leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms as he studied Ammo for several seconds. “Why are you pushing against getting security in on this?”

	“It won’t do any good,” she said. “Honestly, they’re probably long clear of where it happened, and it would just tie us up in things we don’t need.”

	Quinn glanced over his shoulder and shrugged. His face showed that he agreed with her.

	Ethan thought it over, then nodded. “Since you’ll live, why don’t you tell me about what the hell you were doing alone in the deep district?”

	“Meeting with a potential client.”

	“You said that already, why didn’t you meet this client somewhere safer? Like maybe here on the ship?”

	“Down Seven is not that bad,” she said, aiming a hairy eyeball in Quinn’s direction as he held her head still while Marti ran the tissue regenerator over her forehead. The regenerator was making subsurface repairs, so the field was probably rattling her brain cells along with the bones of her skull.

	Ethan looked down at the blood that soaked the front of her thinskin and vest and shook his head. “Obviously that’s a lie. It’s been a while since I was down that far in Phobos Landing, but I seem to remember that was an ugly neighborhood clear back when I visited here with my parents. This was where we came to pick up supplies and even my granddad wouldn’t go out alone in the deep district.”

	“It’s all in who you know.” She tried to wink but the swelling in her eye made it look like a painful twitch.

	“I also seem to remember it’s a bit of a low rent area. I thought the idea was to bring in high credit work?”

	She nodded and Quinn pushed down on her to hold her in place. “Unless you want us to seal your eyelid shut, I recommend you hold still.” She rolled her eyes but didn’t move again.

	“I went down there for a job, and I think I found one. But you need to get facetime with the client before I bring the paperwork to the deck. It would be a little outside our normal range of operation.”

	“After the last few jobs I don’t know as anything would be beyond normal,” Quinn offered.

	“I think this would qualify,” she said. “It’s a big load that needs delivery in a single run. It would include lots of bonus time and would keep both ships operating together.”

	“That might make it more interesting for me,” Ethan said.

	Ammo knew he was still debating whether to lease the Elysium Sun out to a contract crew. He wanted to put Nuko in the big seat, although she was resisting the idea of command. It would be a good career move for her, but she seemed like she’d rather sit back and stay second on the Olympus Dawn.

	Having a two-ship run, would be a way to give her more time in the black without making it obvious he was pushing her in that direction.

	“Then I should pass the word that you’re willing to meet with her?” Ammo flinched as the handler turned her head slightly to the side to give Marti better access to her temple with the regenerator.

	“Set it up and we’ll talk it over. Have her come to my office—”

	“She said she’d prefer not to do it on the ship,” she said.

	“Of course.” Ethan sighed and nodded.

	“As long as I don’t have to get mugged in order to meet with her.”

	 


Chapter Three

	Nuko Takata left the Elysium Sun moored at Armstrong Station and rode the shuttle down with the others to the Gateway Colony platform on L4 Prime. It took special dispensation from the Shan Takhu Institute’s security division to bring a ship all the way down to the colony platform, so unless they were picking up equipment, they had to leave the Sun behind.

	The Tacra Un Facility itself was the most secure place in Zone One, so she understood the need. In fact, they hadn’t even been allowed to bring their own security handler down with them. So, they left Angelique Wolf stranded on the ship. Nuko felt more than a little guilt over being a tourist while her friend sat back on the ship watching tri-vids and probably drinking massive quantities of synth-ale.

	It wasn’t the first time Nuko had been to STI, but it was the first time she’d been here as an adult. Back when she was a girl, her grandfather had brought her to Gateway to show her the archives of what had happened when they defeated Odysseus’ Ghost Fleet.

	She understood the history of the events that led up to the founding of the Institute because she’d seen the records in school, but standing on the platform and staring up at space where the battle had been fought to protect the Tacra Un Archive, it had felt so much more real to her.

	Her childlike imagination saw the ships dancing across the sky, and that was what inspired her to become a pilot. And to throw herself out into the black sea of stars.

	Now, as an adult who had achieved that goal, she looked around at the Institute and saw it for what it was. Another school. Another base. It was far less exciting even as she knew that she was standing on the repository of one million years of alien technology. The Shan Takhu had left this archive of knowledge for humanity before mankind had climbed out of the caves, before anyone on Earth had even been aware there were stars in the sky.

	Yet for some reason, as exciting is that should be, the walls around her felt claustrophobic and she longed to get back to flying.

	Nuko sat in the dining hall of Old Main, watching students talking among themselves as they enthusiastically debated whatever it was they were doing. She could see the inflated sense of self-importance they all carried. They believed they deserved it because they were the penultimate of the educational hierarchy of humanity.

	She knew that in reality she wasn’t qualified to breathe the same air as these intellectual elite, and that it was her family name and its historical significance that had brought her this chance to tour the Institute. Again.

	There was only so much that she was allowed to see, because the Shan Takhu technology was so advanced that the scientists were still figuring out most of it, and more than a small fraction that they did understand, had been deemed to be too dangerous to proliferate to society in general.

	“How can you possibly be bored?” a man asked, walking up and standing at her table.

	She glanced up and recognized him but, doubted he was who he appeared to be. She blinked several times.

	“May I join you?” he asked.

	“You can’t be Chancellor Lu?” she asked.

	“I could be.” He grinned. “In fact, I was when I got up this morning. But I prefer Chei.”

	He looked exactly like the image she’d seen of the original crew of the Jakob Waltz when they arrived at L4 Prime, 127 years ago. She stared at him for several seconds and realized maybe not exactly, since there was a little gray in the hair at his temples. Otherwise, he looked no older than she was.

	He stood politely waiting for permission to sit and nodded at the back of the empty chair across from her.

	“Of course, I’m sorry. I didn’t honestly expect…”

	He winked and smiled. “They tell me you are Carter and Mikaela’s granddaughter,” he said as he settled into the chair. “I can see that in your eyes and your smile. I haven’t seen them in forty years.”

	She nodded. “They’re both gone now, but they told me so much about you. I almost feel like I should know you.”

	He sat in silence for several seconds. “They could have come here for medical care if they needed it. We’ve got a few things we know how to do.”

	“I think they knew that, but they were both happy.” She smiled, despite the feeling of profound sadness she felt from him.

	“What brings you to the Institute?” he asked, visibly picking himself up from the old memory. The set of his eyes had changed and for a brief instant she could see the age beneath his ageless skin.

	“I’m a pilot, and I brought one of your associates here to discuss business. We won’t be staying long, but I couldn’t pass the opportunity to come down and take the tour again.”

	“So, you’ve been here before?”

	She nodded. “I was maybe eleven or twelve. It’s what inspired me to do what I do for a living.”

	“Ouch. Now I feel really old. I was going to offer dinner and drinks, but maybe there’s something a bit inappropriate in that.”

	She blushed and looked down at the table. “Actually, I was waiting for my friends, but I would be… honored to…” She could feel her skin deepening toward crimson.

	“So, since this has become terribly awkward, who are the friends you’re waiting for?”

	“Kaycee and Elias.”

	He looked at her blankly.

	“Sorry. Keira Caldwell and Elias Pruitt.”

	“Oh yes, she was the doctor who was one of the survivors of Starlight Colony wasn’t she?” He cocked his head to the side. “That would make him the engineer assigned to work with her. How did you come to know them?”

	“I was the pilot on the ship that discovered the colonists were missing. Ethan Walker is my Captain,” she offered.

	“Interesting. I had no clue you were also famous.”

	She blushed again. “I don’t know if famous is a word Ethan or I would use. It was an unfortunate incident, and we were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

	“That’s very much like what landed me here,” he said. “Sometimes history happens around us and we don’t even realize it.”

	“My grandfather said that to me more than once.”

	“That’s where I heard it. He was a very wise man.” He looked around and waved for an autobot. It appeared, bringing a bottle of gold liquor and two glasses without being given an order. “You do consume alcohol?”

	“Do you know a freighter pilot who doesn’t?”

	“Then I’d like to raise a glass to old friends and family.” He poured them both a drink. “To those moments in history that happen in spite of our best efforts.”

	He clinked the rim of his glass against hers and slammed down his shot in a single gulp. “How long will you be here?”

	“Until they finish their business,” she said, sipping her drink much more cautiously. “Kaycee wanted to get the lease reinstated for whatever piece of magical equipment she was studying, and I think Elias was looking for more info about what happened at Starlight. I figured it would be a few days, but I don’t know.”

	“Do you have any suspicions as to what happened to the colony?” he asked, pouring himself another shot but leaving the glass on the table.

	She shook her head. “Other than the fact that everyone disappeared, and there was something strange going on with the power grid, we didn’t get much of a chance to figure it out.”

	He studied her for several seconds and she got the impression that he wasn’t sure he should believe her.

	“I’m more than a little frustrated about the lack of information,” Elias said as he walked up. Kaycee had appeared at a different door and was angling across the room behind him.

	“A lack of information?” the Chancellor asked. “I assume you are Mr. Pruitt?”

	He nodded. “It’s more than a lack of information. It’s like things are falling into a black hole.” He stood beside the table until Chei gestured for him to take a seat too.

	“What do you mean?” he asked.

	“I wrote up the preliminary assessment of the technology that caused the power grid anomaly. I spent two months on a temporary assignment to the Magellan,” he said. “Now I can’t even find records of my initial work. I wanted to run a comparative analysis of what we discovered to see if it matches anything in the Shan Takhu technological database.”

	“You think it might be Shan Takhu technology?” Chei asked.

	“I don’t know because we never found any hardware, but since it doesn’t appear to be anything of human origin, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to see if there was some kind of correlation.”

	“That’s an interesting hypothesis,” he said, leaning back a bit in his chair. His features drifted toward a flatness that caused Nuko to wonder if he was hiding something.

	“Have you talked to the Tacra Un central interface?” Chei glanced down as an autobot brought another glass to the table.

	“I tried, but the new system is nowhere near as helpful as Dutch was,” Elias said.

	“What happened to Dutch?” Kaycee asked as she crashed down in the remaining seat without waiting for approval from the Chancellor.

	Apparently reading Nuko’s expression of confusion, Chei explained, “Dutch was the original AA on the Jakob Waltz. He had blended into the Tacra Un awareness shortly after we arrived, and a few years ago he decided that it was time to call it quits.”

	Picking up his glass and staring at it, his face settled into an expression that showed his true age. “Dutch self-terminated almost two years ago. It’s strange how I miss that AA more than almost anyone.”

	He emptied his drink in a single swallow and, hauling in a deep breath, stood up. “I’ll leave the bottle here for you to enjoy. Just remember to always keep old friends and family near.”


Chapter Four

	Lately Ethan had been drinking and eating in establishments that had been well above his usual air supply, but occasionally he just liked to find a dive and watch people drink themselves stupid. He’d refused to go all the way to Down Seven, even for work, but Phobos Landing was full of marginal watering holes on almost any of the levels.

	Today he felt like joining them in the ranks of drunken idiocracy but it wasn’t going to happen and he knew it. Even if Quinn weren’t tagging along to keep him out of trouble, he was here to meet with the client. It didn’t matter whether he felt inclined to binge. He had work to do. It had surprised them when the client suggested a place called Cranky Drake’s and as they sat watching the clientele come and go, it was obvious the place lived down to its name.

	The handler sat discreetly at the bar, not close enough to be part of the conversation, but well within range if someone was inclined to try to inflict attitude on Ethan like they’d tried with Ammo. Of course, they had walked in together, and Quinn’s two meter-thirty bulk was anything but discreet. Even if he hadn’t been wearing his leather fetish uniform.

	“I’ve got to get him something less kinky to wear for security work,” Ethan muttered as he stared at the chrono on the wall behind the bar.

	“Boss, what’s the matter, you don’t like leather?” Quinn ran his hand over his chest like he was enjoying himself inappropriately. “It’s so sexy.” They maintained an open comm channel and the handler’s voice reminded him he needed to keep his thoughts to himself.

	“It’s just so… squeaky,” he said, shaking his head.

	“That’s her.” The handler jerked his head towards the door to indicate where the captain should look. Like it was difficult in a bar with one door and only a few drunks to block the view.

	Ethan twisted in his seat as a woman walked up. She was wearing casual clothes that almost attracted as much attention as Quinn had when they came in. She could have been wearing anything and would’ve attracted attention. And not just because of the strange opening in her cheek that appeared to have an optic staring out at him.

	Ethan stood up as she approached, and the room shifted around him. He wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol finding a home in his bloodstream or the fact that despite being able to see an unusual amount of her dental work, she was still stunning, and more than a little intimidating. He glanced down at the table to make sure he hadn’t consumed more than a swallow or two of his drink. It was still barely past secondmeal and it wouldn’t do for him to be feeling the edge of a burn this early.

	The glass was still over half full, so it had to be her.

	“Captain Walker?” she asked, offering a hand.

	She was a few years older than his usual visual target, but he blinked several times before he nodded and shook her hand. There was an almost electrical tingle that leapt from her firm grip up his arm.

	He swallowed to clear his throat. “Last time I checked that’s who I was.” He was not sure of that for some reason.

	“I’m Kai Wentworth,” she said, smiling. Her eyes lit up with such intensity that they overwhelmed the distraction of the appliance peeking out of the side of her face. “May I sit?”

	“Of course.” As Ethan scanned the room, he realized he was not the only one wearing a stupid stunned expression.

	Easing herself down into the seat, she winked when he stood there dumbstruck for several seconds. “Please Captain, I’m interested in hiring you and it’s easier to talk if you don’t stand there staring like that.”

	Ethan could feel his face burning as she pointed out his obvious lack of focus. Or rather his focus on something totally unexpected, and more than a little inappropriate. “I’m sorry Miss Wentworth, I guess the alcohol was a little stronger than I thought.” Glancing at Quinn he realized the handler was staring at him with what appeared to be amused curiosity.

	“Kai, please,” she said. “What are you drinking?” She nodded at the glass on the table.

	“I’m not exactly sure what they call it,” he said. “And I’m not sure it’s something I would ever order again.”

	She picked up the glass and sniffed at it before she raised one eyebrow in disapproval. “If you’re going to rot your guts, you should at least do it with the real stuff.” She twisted to wave at the servobot. It rolled up to the table, and she laid her palm down on its scanner plate like she was petting a puppy.

	“Drag some meat over, ya scan? Ma don’t swing synth-crap.” The perfect slango dialect seemed shocking from a woman who was obviously used to a higher standard than a place like this would provide, even on its best days.

	“Yes, ma’am,” the automech said, rolling back a half meter. “I have summoned the manager. Please stand by.”

	“I assume you’re not from around here?” Ethan said as she glared at the servobot’s faceplate and waited. “Sounds LEO-six?”

	“Not in a long time, but yes I’m from there, once. Also spent some time in Tsiolkovskiy Freeport before I moved to Mars.” She smiled, and he almost felt a disturbing need to blush again as she bestowed him with a look of approval.

	“I’ve been around a bit and picked up a few of the dialects along the way.” She shrugged. “I found that it’s easiest if you speak whatever gets you the best response from the locals.”

	“Kai, I haven’t seen you in here in forever,” an elderly man said as he appeared from the back room. Walking up, he smiled and bent forward to give her a hug. “What’s it been? Forty years?”

	“Not unless you were twelve, the last time you were here,” Ethan said, instantly regretting his words.

	Both of them laughed.

	“Yandi and I go way back,” she explained. “A lot farther than either of us would care to admit.”

	“Sweep this recycler scuz out, Pa, and float me some sweet. Cando?”

	“Yah, cando. Top pull for the Lady,” he said.

	“Now don’t be mean,” she said, as he disappeared towards the back room. “I still can swab the deck with your meat bag, ya old dustpile.”

	Quinn’s voice appeared in his ear, “Are you swinging in spec, Boss? You look fuzzy from over here.”

	Why wouldn’t I be? he thought. He glanced at the handler and nodded. She followed his eyes and spotted Quinn.

	“He can join us if you want,” she said.

	“He’s eyes on the door,” Ethan explained. “Ammo got smacked after you met with her yesterday, so we’re being … prudent.”

	She nodded. “I heard about it. The men who went after her were lucky not to end up in the recycler. They were far worse for the dance than she was.”

	“That’s what she said, too,” he confirmed. “Do you know who it was?”

	“I told her it was a bad idea to come alone,” she said. “I’m glad she’s alright.”

	He was about to push her about what she might know, but she launched another assault level smile in his direction and his mind almost melted. It was a tangible effect, and he was sure if he wasn’t trying to think he’d have just given up already. He cleared his throat and nodded.

	The man reappeared carrying a bottle and two new glasses. He set the glasses down on the table and using the edge of his apron, swept a fine layer of dust off of what looked to be an ancient decanter.

	“What’s it?” she asked, tilting an eye in his direction.

	She popped the stopper off the bottle and took a sniff. “Glenlivet. Old Glenlivet in fact.” She poured them both short doses and put the bottle down on his side of the table.

	“Story is, that’s one of the last bottles of Armstrong Reserve. It apparently came from stock that Chancellor Roja had with her at the battle of L4 Prime.”

	She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You know I’ve had some of Roja’s reserve.”

	“Honest, no scam.” He held his hand up as if taking an oath, but Ethan didn’t miss the fact that he took a half step back to put himself out of range in case she was unhappy.

	She held her glass up and waited for him to pick his up before she took a sip. Apparently, it met with her approval. Although it was smooth, Ethan had no clue what old Glenlivet was supposed to taste like.

	“Is a clean swing,” she said, tossing her head in Yandi’s direction with a slight grin. He appeared to take that as approval, and his cue to make an exit.

	Once the manager had reached a safe distance, Ethan set the glass down. “So, you have a run you want to lean in my direction. Something larger than a single ship would carry?”

	“Yes, actually,” she said, dropping her slango accent. “In fact, I was looking specifically for you for this job.”

	“Me personally?”

	She leaned back and set her glass on the table. “If I can be honest, I’ve been following your career a bit, and this seems like something you’d find interesting.”

	He felt like the atmosphere recycler was dumping residual heat into the air supply as she stared at him. “I don’t know how I should take that. Right now, I could do with less interesting and more routine.”

	“I imagine you could do with runs that would be less likely to end up with legal action.” She winked, and he was certain that he was starting to sweat. “The fact that you’re the type of person who always pushes to do the right thing is actually what appeals most to me.”

	“The right thing. That’s a bit of a euphemism for a person willing to ignore the rules when the rules don’t make sense, isn’t it?” He glanced around the room and shrugged. “I think I’ve been lucky so far and I don’t know if that’s something to bank on.”

	“Luck is a manageable thing, but you are right. Sometimes rules aren’t for everyone.”

	“If this is a run that would be marginal from a legal perspective, I don’t know that I can say I’d be interested.” He shook his head. His own voice seemed to come from somewhere else as he stared at her. His brain screamed for him to get up and leave, but he couldn’t will his body to cooperate.

	“This isn’t illegal it’s just… unusual.” She ran a delicate finger along her cheek and down the side of her neck towards an area that was showing more real skin than he’d noticed when she walked up.

	His eyes followed the motion, lingering before he forced his mind back into the moment. She was playing him, and he struggled to find a reason to focus on anything other than where her fingertip had stopped. He tore his eyes loose by sheer force of will. “Until I know what you’re talking about, I have to say I’m going to approach this with a little skepticism.”

	He turned in his seat and anchored his thoughts on Quinn for several seconds, trying to bring his mind back online. A cute, and nearly half-naked, tavern-tart had attached herself to the handler and was trying to bury him under a wall of over exposed skin to keep him distracted.

	Ethan snickered because it was obviously not having the desired effect, as she was the wrong gender, and almost the wrong species, to hold his attention. Quinn’s eyes stayed focused on the mirror behind the bar. He hung on to that connection as he turned back to look at Kai. He realized she was measuring his ability to ignore her charms.

	The expression on her face reminded him of how Ammo used her magnetism to gain leverage. Fortunately, he had some practice resisting his broker’s natural charisma, and it gave him an edge. “How about we back up and try again?” he said. “Business first.”

	Her expression shifted and he could feel the pressure ease off his psyche as it did. “Alright. Let’s start with the fact that I’m capable of paying more than enough to be worth the time, even given that this will be an exceptionally long run.”

	“Define ‘exceptionally long.’”

	“Over 1500 light-years,” she said.

	Ethan leaned back and let out a slow hiss. “I assume that means several stops.” He shook his head. “I’m not looking to make soup hauls back and forth between a set of fixed bases. I prefer single runs with maybe a reciprocal load.”

	“No, this would be a single leg. Give or take a little.”

	He raised an eyebrow
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